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The effects of climate change are already evident in the nation’s parks. 
Examples include melting glaciers, altered range distributions of spe-
cies of birds, butterflies and other wildlife, and plant community com-
position changes in prairie parks. In many locations, climate change 
effects such as flooding, sea level rise, loss of permafrost, etc. increas-
ingly threaten park buildings and roads, as well as historic structures, 
cultural landscapes, archeological sites, and ethnographic resources.

In the context of climate change, adaptation is an adjustment in natural 
or human systems that moderates harm, or exploits beneficial oppor-
tunities in response to change. Positioning national parks to adapt to 
anticipated and unanticipated effects from climate change is a central 
goal for the NPS Climate Change Response Program. The ability of 
NPS managers to support and implement effective adaptation will in-
fluence the long term structure, function and viability of resources and 
infrastructure within parks. Adaptation measures may include a variety 
of actions, some of which will evolve from existing management goals, 
and others that park management teams have not yet considered. Ad-
ditionally, coping with large scale effects associated with climate change 
will require collaborative responses across landscapes and multiple 
jurisdictions. Applying the best-available science and committing to 
adaptive management are critical components to an effective response.  

Adapting to climate change will be necessary across virtually all NPS 
operations. Consequently, the adaptation approach outlined in the 
NPS Climate Change Response Strategy encompasses four major 
components: (1) adaptation planning, (2) promoting ecosystem resil-
ience, (3) preserving cultural heritage, and (4) protecting facilities and 
infrastructure. Specific goals associated with each of these components 
are listed below:

•	 Incorporate climate change considerations and responses in all lev-
els of NPS planning. 

•	 Implement adaptation strategies that promote ecosystem resilience 
and enhance restoration, conservation, and preservation of park 
resources.

•	 Develop, prioritize, and implement management strategies to pre-
serve climate-sensitive cultural resources.

•	 Enhance the sustainable design, construction, and maintenance of 
park infrastructure.

Several objectives guide the NPS in achieving these goals. Initially, the 
NPS is conducting scenario planning and vulnerability assessments to 
support development of adaptation plans at park and multi-jurisdic-
tional landscape scales. To determine and sustain priority adaptation 
responses, managers need access to robust scientific assessments, 
policy guidance, trained personnel, and strong partnerships.
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Ai’opio fish trap at Kaloko-Honokohau National Historic Park is an example 
of a cultural resource under threat from climate change impacts of sea 
level rise.
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Status and Next Steps

During 2011 the NPS will develop an implementation plan to guide 
managers in achieving the goals and objectives outlined in the 
Response Strategy. For adaptation, four teams of 15-20 resource man-
agers and scientists are identifying short and long term actions associ-
ated with each goal. Several strategic actions are already underway:

•	 Participate in Department of the Interior Landscape Conservation 
Cooperatives (LCCs). NPS is supporting 5 full time positions as-
sociated with LCCs that include some the parks’ most vulnerable 
resources.

•	 Explore scenario planning as a tool to support adaptation and con-
duct training exercises for park managers and partners. Four train-
ing workshops are being held in 2010/11.

•	 Collaborate with federal and state agencies, NGOs, and academic 
partners to explore and evaluate approaches for assessing resource 
vulnerability from climate change. NPS is supporting guidance and 
training for understanding and using vulnerability assessments.

•	 Enhance NPS capability to monitor and report resource status and 
trends with respect to climate change impacts.

Climate Change Response Program:     http://www.nps.gov/climatechange


